CHAPTER -2
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

In this chapter, a brief account is given of the origins and history of the three
religions, Hinduism, Christianity and Islam.

HINDUISM

Hinduism' s original name is Sanatana Dharma. The present name was coined
by the Greeks, Arabs and Westerners to describe the religious theories and practices
of the people living beyond the river Sindhu (Indus). Sanatana Dharma is usually
translated as Eternal Religion, although the word religion is not the exact synonym
of Dharma, a word derived from the Sanskrit root 'dhr1, meaning 'to support'. Sanatana
does not mean eternally fixed as it provides periodical renewal, interpretation and
reaffirmation. When in view of the above said ambiguities, Sankaracharya of Kanchi
was asked to drop the word Hinduism and bring Sanatana Dharma again into
circulation, he said that it was too late to do so and a change at this stage would
lead to confusion among the Hindus as well as the non-Hindus. Hinduism is
undoubtedly the oldest living religion. Its basic scriptures are the four Vedas:
Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda and Atharvanaveda. Rig Veda contains 'psalmic
prayers to the devas1 which are meant to be recited while making Hotru Karma or
sacrifices to God. The Yajurveda contains detailed instructions on sacrificial rituals.
The Samaveda is the veda of music. The Atharvanaveda deals with sciences such
as biology, medical science, cosmology, political science and metaphysics. Mantra,
yantra and tantra are prescribed therein for the attainment of all knowledge.

The Vedas are believed to be 'apaurusheya' or not made by man. They are also
described as 'sruti1 or that which is heard. Great importance is accordingly attached
to pronunciation, syntax and the style of recitation. The Vedic mantras'toere
transmitted by the 'Rishis' to their disciples. After several generations of such
transmission, they were codified and compiled into four separate books by Maharshi
Vyasa who came to be known as Veda Vyasa. Each Veda has three sections:
Upasana Kanda dealing with prayers of hymns to gods: Karma Kanda describing
rituals; and Jnana Kanda containing philosophical discourses on the nature of self,
bondage and liberation. These sections are also referred to as Samhita, Brahmana
Grantha and Upanishad or Vedanta respectively. So far, 280 Upanishads have
been traced. Eleven of them are considered highly important. In fact the three great
acharyas, Adi Sankara, Ramanuja and Madhava wrote commentaries on them and
founded separate schools of philosophy and rituals of worship (Advaita,
Vishistadwaita and Dwaita respectively). Some Upanishads used the style of
dialogue or question and answer, thereby stressing the spirit of enquiry and rational;;.
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